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Be an Eclectic Teacher of Reading/Writing, or
Use the "Whatever Works" Philosophy
COMMENTARY BY JACKIE

K. Pos,

ing across the curriculum, or for mindstretching or critical-thinking activities.
After I finish teacher bookkeeping
activities, such as attendance and lunch
count, we discuss the Warm-up and students volunteer to share their responses.
Next we go over the vocabulary and
purpose-setting questions for the literature component of the day to make sure
the students understand them. Then we
read. I read aloud as the students follow
along in their individual copies of the literature. This is most often a current children's book or children's classic (for
example, Hatchet or The Secret
Garden). This increases fluency, expression (by example), and the amount of literature we can cover in a year. There are
no interruptions in the flow of the reading. All discussion, predicting, analyzing,
etc. are saved for the end of the oral
reading.
Only when the oral reading is completed do I ask questions or address
vocabulary or other concerns. This is
very difficult for most teachers because
we've been taught to guide and stimulate
through thought-provoking questioning.
But, to paraphrase Richard Allington Professor of Education at the State
University of New York at Albany when he spoke at the Michigan Reading
Association Conference of 1994, "How
well would a basketball player learn to
dribble if he were interrupted three or
four times in every two to three minute
period? Not well. The same is true of
readers. They need to have the flow of
the reading uninterrupted." This is a new
approach for me. I feel that it added an
important dimension.

ITA. Basals. Phonics. Literature. Read
to learn. Write to learn. Thematic. Whole
language. Experience stories. Teachers
have been bombarded since the beginning of time (well, a long time, anyway)
with the "best" or "right" way to teach
reading.
You've probably discovered, as I have,
that no one way is right for every student (or every teacher, for that matter).
So what do you do?
Children need to learn to read. That's
a fact. We need to teach them. That's a
second fact. All children are unique
learners - a third fact. What a dilemma!
One approach to the problem is to be
the interior decorator of teaching. Just
as a decorator has a plan to mix country
with provincial or modern with French
for an eclectic look that works for the
client, you can combine different methods of teaching reading and writing for
an eclectic mode which will meet the
varying needs of your students.
Here is a method that allows for differences in the needs and learning styles
of students and gives opportunities for
varied experiences in reading and writing.
This approach has several components. The first component is the morning Warm-up activity. Each morning
when the children come into the classroom, the Warm-up activity is on the
overhead projector or chalkboard. This
may be Daily Oral Language, a review of
a previous mini-lesson in reading or writing, math problems and writing about
math, or a creative thinking exercise (i.e.
Which is faster, red or orange?). The
Warm-up is a place for practice, for writMICHIGAN READING JOURNAL
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silently. Also, they may be collected for
a written response (to their response)
from me. The journals are frequently
used as a springboard for other writing
activities.
The reason there are so many options
is that children's needs and learning
styles are different. In the eclectic
approach, flexibility and variability are
important in keeping with the students'
needs.
Another component of this method
are basal texts. I use the skill lessons
from them. In this way I am sure to have
covered such important lessons as main
idea, sequence, multiple meanings of
words, decoding skills (phonics), using
the context both to determine new
meanings of familiar words and meanings of unfamiliar words, dictionary
skills, following directions, using the
encyclopedia, interpreting diagrams,
maps, charts, and graphs, and using an
index. The skills learned may be prac-

Now the children respond to the reading in notebooks or journals. At first I
give them standard generic prompts to
which they may respond, but they
always have the option of responding in
a manner of their choice. The three standard prompts I use are:
1. Tell about the part you liked best in
today's reading.
2. Tell something you learned about a
character or setting in the story.
3. If there is any part you would change,
what would it be and how would you
change it?
The students may write a response of
their choice such as telling something
which occurs to them as they read or
some feeling the reading evokes.
However, they must respond in some
way.
The responses are used in several
ways. Often the children share theirs
with a partner or small group, either
orally or by exchanging and reading
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ticed in response to our reading and/or
in our writing activities.
Instead of assigning every reading in
the basal, I often select the ones which
complement content area studies such
as "Elephants" when we're studying
endangered species and "How the Forest
Grew" when we're studying the rainforest. This is one way reading becomes
integrated with the rest of the curriculum. In fact, we often read these selections during science or social studies
instead of during the language arts
block. The children have the choice of
reading the unassigned stories independently.
The basal readings are usually read
orally with a partner (who changes with
each reading) so the students get practice in fluency and in reading with
expression. They cooperatively answer
comprehension, vocabulary, and criticalthinking questions following the reading.
This cooperative partner activity helps
to develop a risk-free environment in our
room in which children develop comfort
with expressing themselves in front of
one another. The questions are discussed as a whole class the next day.
There is silent reading in this program, also. The children may read the
stories in their basals silently instead of
with a partner. Additionally, they select
at least two library books each week
Uninterrupted, sustained silent reading
is incorporated into each week's schedule.
About once a week, the basal lessons
are replaced with reading and discussing
a children's current weekly news magazine such as Weekly Reader. This is yet
another way to integrate curriculum
(social studies, health, science, current
events, reading). The news magazines
are either read silently or aloud together
and are discussed as a class. Writing
activities frequently spring from these
readings.
The final component of my eclectic_
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

approach is that of reading a book to the
class purely for the pleasure of a good
story. This I usually do the first thing
after the noon recess because it contributes to a productive afternoon.
In the past year, a majority of the literature from both the read-along and the
read-to dealt with the theme of survival.
(Books read included Sign of the
Beaver, Island of the Blue Dolphins,
Charley Skedaddle, Hatchet, and The
Secret Garden.) As a result, many opportunities for comparisons and contrasts
and great discussions were created.
Occasionally we viewed video tapes of
the stories for a further comparison.
Also, this is where I read fantasy,
whimsy, poetry, and other genres to
expose the students to as many kinds of
literature and writing as I can. Who
knows which genre will be the perfect
tool to inspire that one hard-to-reach
child in my (or your) class?
The eclectic approach, or whateverworks philosophy, is basically using a
variety of genres, reading, writing, and
response activities (I include response
because some children express themselves best through drawing, sculpting,
or creating with media other than
words). I believe we as teachers need to
meet the needs of the students and teach
to their varied learning styles while creating a positive, risk-free environment in
which all students can learn.
I have included a list of possible
responses to reading which reflect my
beliefs. Note that some of the activities
are better suited for use upon the completion of a book, while others are suitable following a daily reading. Many others could be added to this list. I challenge you to discover new ways to meet
your students' needs.
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19. Make a collage depicting a specific
topic from the story such as food,
scenes, characters, animals, or
places.
20. Make a pattern and directions for
making an item from the story (such
as a boat, a garment, etc.).
21. Copy a favorite descriptive passage
from the reading. Write your own
description of the same thing.
22. Create a different setting for this
story. Describe it.
23. What if the main character were a
boy instead of a girl, young instead
of old, or vice versa? Describe how
the story might proceed if that
change were made.
24. Make a map of the places where this
story takes place. Be sure to label it.
25. Create a diorama of a scene in the
reading.
26. Write a letter to a character of your
choice. Give advice regarding a problem he or she has.
27. Compare a character in today's reading to one from something else
you've read either in class or on your
own. Be sure to tell from what book
or story the other character came.
28. Create a dialogue between two of
the characters in the reading.
29. Tell three ways this book is like the
last one we read.
30. List three ways this book is different
from the last one we read.

Responses to Reading - compiled by
Jacqueline Post
1. Tell things you like about the story.
2. Tell things you would change.
3. List words you had trouble with.
4. Tell about the parts of the story that
you didn't understand.
5. Tell how this book reminds you of
another you've read.
6. Tell about someone you would recommend this book to and why you
think they'd like it.
7. List questions about the reading that
you would like your group to
answer.
8. Does this book remind you of anything in your life? Tell about that.
9. Tell how this reading makes you feel.
10. Make predictions for future chapters
or for the lives of the characters in
the book
11. Tell how you are like your favorite
character.
12. Tell about your favorite or least
favorite character. Would he/she fit
in your family? Why or why not?
13. What was the character's role in the
story? How would the story have
been different if this character had
not been in it?
14. Write a letter of recommendation to
someone about this book
15. Make two columns. Head them:
Positives (Things I like about the
story) and Negatives (Things I would
change). Fill in the columns.
16. How did this book (chapter, story)
make you feel? Why?
17. Pick a feeling you have about this
reading. Illustrate how it makes you
feel.
18. Write an epilogue.
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Jacqueline Post is a fourth-grade
teacher at McAlear Sawden Elementary
School in Bay City, Michigan. She is a
cooperative learning teacher-trainer
and a Saginaw Valley National Writing
Project teacher consultant.
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